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From the days of the fur trade, wildlife has 
helped shape the course of Canadian history. 
And throughout that history, human activity 
has posed a threat to the very survival of some 
animal species. 
When Radisson and Groseilliers returned 
from their 1634 expedition to explore the then 
uncharted shores of Lake Superior, it was at the 
head of 360 canoes heavily laden with animal 
pelts. By 1798, the Northwest Company was 
shipping some 106 000 beaver pelts to Europe 
every year. The pressures of the fur trade 
almost wiped out beaver populations in Canada 
and the rest of North America. The bison was 
also driven to the brink of extinction by nine­
teenth century hunters greedy for meat and 
hides. 
Extinction — The ultimate danger to wildlife 
Extinction — the eradication of a species — has 
been a biological reality ever since life on earth 
began some 3.5 billion years ago. Indeed, some 
scientists have concluded that at least 90 percent 
of all the species that have ever existed on earth 
are now extinct. If extinction is a natural pro­
cess, why should Canadians be concerned about 
the disappearance of various species of wildlife? 
In the modern world, species extinction is 
alarming not because it happens, but because 
of why it happens and the rate at which it 
happens. In the days of the dinosaurs, species 
disappeared at the rate of roughly one every 
thousand years. By the Middle Ages, extinction 
rates began to accelerate rapidly because of 
increasing human intervention in the environ­
ment. Between 1600 and 1900, as human beings 
learned to kill more and more efficiently, spe­
cies were lost at a rate of one every four years. 
In the years between 1900 and 1975 the dis­
appearance rate climbed to about one species 
per year. Today, biologists estimate that human 
beings destroy from one to three species per 
day, and some predict that by the end of the 
century the rate will have accelerated to one per 
hour and that up to 15 percent of all species 
now on earth will be gone. 
Why should Canadians care? 
The globe's main problems with species extinc­
tion are occurring in countries with much higher 
population densities than Canada, and in the 
tropical rain forests, which are being cleared 
very rapidly. As a result, there is a tendency for 
Canadians to be complacent and assume that 
endangered species are someone else's problem. 
However, species extinction should be of 
concern to Canadians. Since the arrival of the 
Europeans, nine of our distinct populations of 
animals or fish have become extinct. About 86 
other species are listed as threatened or endan­
gered, and a further 89 species are considered 
vulnerable. Given that Canada is a northern 
country with relatively little biological diversity, 
this is not a record to be proud of. 
Many Canadians, especially Natives, rely on 
renewable resources such as wildlife for food, 
clothing, and shelter. Others depend on income 
generated from wildlife-related activities such as 
hunting, fishing, trapping, lumbering, and bird-
watching. These activities, and the provision of 
accommodation, food, and equipment associated 
with them, contribute billions of dollars a year 
to the Canadian economy. 
Wild species of plants and animals still pro­
vide a major source of the basic ingredients of 
our medicines, and the gene pool of the world's 
species will continue to supply the raw material 
for increasingly important work in genetic 
engineering. The World Conservation Strategy, 
a document published by the United Nations 
Environment Program together with the world's 
largest non-government conservation organiza­
tions, identifies the loss of genetic diversity as 
one of the globe's three most urgent environ­
mental issues. Imagine the tragedy i f a plant or 
animal, extinct as a result of logging in a South 
American jungle, had contained a key to the 
fight against cancer. 
When a species becomes extinct, it is a loss 
for both the world and for Canada. Everyone 
who cares about maintaining healthy ecosystems 
and preserving future benefits to humanity 
should care about endangered species, because 
extinction is forever. 
Habitat destruction and our modern lifestyle 
In the days when beavers were endangered, 
protecting them would have been a relatively 
straightforward matter. Stop or reduce hunting 
and trapping, and beaver populations would 
come back. Conservation programs were 
unknown when the beaver was threatened, 
but fortunately for Castor canadensis, men's 
fashions changed and beaver hats went out of 
style. There was a drastic fall-off in demand, 
and the beaver was saved. 
In contemporary Canada, things are no 
longer so simple. Protecting threatened species 
entails far more than merely restricting hunting 
and trapping. Today, the twin perils that are 
most hazardous to endangered species are habi­
tat destruction and environmental contamina­
tion. Each is far more deadly and more subtle 
than the gun or trap, and far more difficult to 
control. 
Canada's wildlife habitats are vanishing — 
fast. Millions of hectares of marshes, swamps, 
and other wetlands — extremely important for 
waterfowl and as breeding grounds for fish — 
have already been destroyed. They have been 
drained or filled in for highways, airports, 
housing, and industrial complexes, absorbed by 
expanding farmlands, and flooded behind large 
power dams. Forests have been cleared and 
grasslands have been fenced off, plowed under, 
or paved over. 
Most of Canada's wetlands have already been 
lost. Up to 60 percent of prairie wetland mar­
gins have been degraded by agricultural prac­
tices. In southern Ontario, over 70 percent of 
wetlands have been lost. 
The problem of wetlands is particularly seri­
ous. A dramatic decline in waterfowl popula­
tions is taking place. In the southern prairie 
areas, breeding populations of Mallards, Blue-
winged Teal, and Pintail Ducks have fallen by 
42, 43, and 66 percent, respectively, when 1980s 
populations are compared with those of the 
1970s. 
Canada's modern lifestyle, with its heavy 
dependence on industrial, household, and 
agricultural chemicals, also poses a serious risk 
to endangered species. In her famous book, 
Silent Spring, Rachel Carson documented the 
link between the improper use of pesticides 
and declining songbird populations in North 
America. Silent Spring helped spur the investi­
gation and banning of D D T in Canada and the 
United States, but the environment is still being 
contaminated by almost countless numbers of 
chemicals. Even D D T is still a threat for birds 
that migrate from Canada to other nations 
where it is still in use. 
Modern society puts species in jeopardy in 
even more ways. Acid rain, for example, can 
ki l l pond and other aquatic life, and has a 
negative effect on soils and forest growth. 
Unless curtailed, it is quite possible that acid 
precipitation will begin to take a toll on endan­
gered species. Indeed, some wildlife biologists 
already believe that acid rain is at least a partial 
culprit in the population declines of some 
waterfowl species. 
Who decides which species are endangered? 
In Canada, an organization called the Canadian 
Wildlife Advisory Council coordinates national 
wildlife conservation efforts. It is composed of 
federal, provincial, and territorial governments, 
along with several national non-governmental 
organizations. 
A standing committee of this body, the Com­
mittee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in 
Canada (COSEWIC) , is responsible for produc­
ing the official Canadian Endangered Species 
list. C O S E W I C reviews scientific status reports 
on species suspected of being in danger and 
may then assign species to one of five 
categories: 
V U L N E R A B L E species are at risk because of 
low numbers or restricted range and therefore, 
although not in immediate danger, could be at 
any time. 
T H R E A T E N E D species are likely to become 
endangered if the pressures from human or 
natural causes making them vulnerable are not 
reversed. 
E N D A N G E R E D species are threatened with 
immediate extinction or extirpation. 
E X T I R P A T E D species are no longer found 
in the wild in Canada, although they exist 
elsewhere. 
E X T I N C T species no longer exist anywhere. 
Are there any laws? 
Although Canada does not have a national 
endangered species act, there are several 
treaties, laws, and regulations to protect wild­
life. They include international agreements such 
as the North American Waterfowl Management 
Plan and the Ramsar Convention to save breed­
ing territory for migratory birds, hunting and 
fishing regulations, and conservation measures 
aimed at protecting habitat. As well, there is a 
Convention on International Trade in Endan­
gered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna (CITES) 
that regulates trade in over 48 000 species and 
subspecies of plants and animals. Illegal trade 
in wild animals and their products has practi­
cally exterminated some species and is threaten­
ing others. As a recent example, the poaching 
and smuggling of ivory has reduced the African 
elephant from 1.5 to 0.5 million since 1975. 
International cooperation to eliminate trade in 
illegally obtained animals and plants is therefore 
essential. 
Canada is a Party to CITES and strongly 
supports its goals and enforcement. The 
Canadian Wildlife Service is responsible for 
implementing CITES in Canada. 
What is being done? 
C O S E W I C does not have the power to recom­
mend conservation actions. However, after a 
species has been identified by C O S E W I C as 
being at risk, appropriate action can be taken 
by federal or provincial government conserva­
tion agencies or by non-governmental organiza­
tions. Conservation or reintroduction projects 
have been started in aid of a growing number 
of species. 
World Wildlife Fund Canada, for example, 
which is a member of C O S E W I C , raises and 
spends more than $3 million each year on prac­
tical field projects to conserve the Peregrine 
Falcon, St. Lawrence River beluga whale, 
Burrowing Owl , woodland caribou, and many 
more species. 
Individual Canadians can do much to protect 
threatened wildlife and wildlife habitat: hikers 
can take care not to disturb birds' nests or 
pluck rare plants, hunters and fishers can be 
sure of their game and avoid wastefulness, 
gardeners can find alternatives to products that 
might harm the environment, farmers can mini­
mize runoff and erosion and preserve landscape 
features that shelter wildlife, and everyone can 
feed birds in winter. 
Growing concern about helping endangered 
species has prompted the federal and provincial 
governments to organize recovery efforts on 
the national scale. Under a program called 
R E N E W , or Recovery of Nationally Endan­
gered Wildlife, a recovery plan will be devel­
oped for many endangered species and 
implemented under the supervision of a team of 
experts. In this way the efforts of all who wish 
to help save endangered species — governments, 
non-governmental organizations, corporations, 
and private individuals — are effectively coordi­
nated. R E N E W expects to complete recovery 
plans for 28 mammals, birds, and amphibians 
by 1992. Some of the individual programs 
already underway to save endangered species in 
Canada are discussed below. 
Whooping Crane 
The Whooping Crane has been called the bird 
that defied extinction. In 1941 there were only 
21 wild Whooping Cranes left in all the world. 
Nonetheless, the Whooping Crane is maintain­
ing its precarious hold on existence — with a 
lot of help from its friends. 
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Most of the Whooping Crane's breeding 
habitat has been destroyed. The birds used to 
nest along a band stretching from central Illinois 
northwest through Iowa, Minnesota, North 
Dakota, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan into east-
central Alberta. Today, their breeding range is 
four small areas in Wood Buffalo National 
Park that total 400 square kilometres — not 
very much land when you consider that each 
breeding pair requires a territory of about 
5 square kilometres. 
In the fall, after a long migration during 
which they have run a gauntlet of power lines, 
urban centres, and hunters who shoot by mis­
take, whoopers arrive at the Aransas National 
Wildlife Refuge in Texas where, again, their 
wintering-over territory is greatly diminished. 
In the early 1940s, the National Audubon 
Society decided to attempt to save the Whoop­
ing Crane from extinction. Since then, federal, 
provincial, state and private agencies have pub­
licized the plight of the whooper and tried to 
protect it during migration and at its winter 
and summer grounds. Wildlife experts bred it 
in captivity. For several years, biologists sent 
Whooping Crane eggs to Idaho and placed 
them in nests of the Sandhill Crane, a close 
relative of the whooper. When the eggs 
hatched, the Sandhill Cranes acted as foster 
parents and raised the whooper chicks as their 
own. 
A l l this effort is slowly meeting with success. 
By 1990 the wild population of Whooping 
Cranes had been boosted to 142. Canada and 
the United States are working together to imple­
ment the Whooping Crane Recovery Plan to 
ensure that these wonderful birds, symbolic of 
the battle against species extinction, will have a 
secure future. 
Peregrine Falcon 
The Peregrine Falcon is a magnificent bird 
of prey that is highly susceptible to chemical 
substances, particularly pesticides. In the years 
after World War II Peregrine Falcons declined 
rapidly, almost to the point of extinction in 
parts of Canada and the United States. Now, 
thanks to special efforts at conservation, in 
particular the cutting back of indiscriminant 
use of pesticides, the Peregrine Falcon is making 
a fairly good comeback in certain parts of 
North America. 
The Canadian Wildlife Service raises Pere­
grine Falcons in captivity at its breeding facility 
in Wainwright, Alberta. Over 1000 peregrines 
have been raised there for release into the wild 
by provincial and territorial governments, fed­
eral agencies, and public-interest organizations. 
There are now more than a dozen pairs in 
Canada breeding in the wild, of which one 
or both members of the pair were raised in 
captivity. Similar programs in the U . S . have 
resulted in the release of over 1500 young fal­
cons. A recovery plan for the anatum subspe­
cies of the Peregrine Falcon has been prepared 
by federal, provincial, and territorial wildlife 
agencies to guide the efforts to re-establish the 
anatum peregrine in Canada. 
Swift fox 
The swift fox is a small, agile mammal, about 
the size of a housecat, that in the nineteenth 
century was common on Canada's southern 
prairies. In 1978, the swift fox was designated 
an extirpated species. Its habitat had been lost 
to farmland and it had been the unintended vic­
tim of trapping and poisoning campaigns aimed 
at other animals such as coyotes, wolves, and 
ground squirrels. 
Today the Canadian Wildlife Service is help­
ing to bring the swift fox back. Swift foxes 
obtained from the United States, where the spe­
cies still exists, are raised in captivity and then 
released on the short-grass prairie wearing radio 
collars so that they can be monitored. Releases 
are underway in Alberta and Saskatchewan; if 
everything goes well, the graceful little animal 
will be re-established on at least part of its 
former territory. 
Piping Plover 
The Piping Plover is a small shorebird, slightly 
larger than a House Sparrow, which forages for 
insects, small crustaceans, molluscs, and other 
invertebrates on sandy and pebbly beaches, 
often at the water's edge. Its main range is 
along the Atlantic coast from the north shore 
of the St. Lawrence to Virginia, and from the 
Great Lakes basin west to central Alberta. 
The Piping Plover went into a serious popu­
lation decline at the turn of the century because 
of hunting. It recovered significantly following 
the implementation of the Migratory Birds Con­
vention between Canada and the United States 
in 1916. Today, the Piping Plover is again in 
serious decline that appears to be directly linked 
to human encroachment, mainly disturbance to 
beaches used for nesting. A recovery plan has 
been written, and in 1991, U .S . and Canadian 
biologists will conduct a complete census on this 
plover's known breeding and wintering ranges. 
A t present only about half of the known popu­
lation of 4000 can be accounted for in winter. 
A final success story 
Human efforts to protect endangered species 
can be successful. 
The White Pelican, formerly classified in the 
threatened category by C O S E W I C , has now 
been removed from the endangered species list. 
A colonial nesting bird, the White Pelican has, 
with a little encouragement from humans, 
started new colonies and increased in total num­
bers so much that there is now no apparent 
threat to its continued existence in Canada i f 
current levels of protection are maintained. As 
well, in 1988 the status of the wood bison was 
changed from "endangered" to "threatened" 
— a sign of progress. 
Although extinction is a natural process, 
humans have long influenced which species die 
out and which survive. Increasingly, the choices 
made by modern society will decide the fate of 
our companion species of flora and fauna on 
the planet we all share. These decisions could 
also affect our own survival as a species. 
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The Canadian Wildlife Service 
The Canadian Wildlife Service of Environment 
Canada handles wildlife matters that are the 
responsibility of the Canadian government. 
These include protection and management of 
migratory birds as well as nationally significant 
wildlife habitat. Other responsibilities are 
endangered species, control of international 
trade in endangered species, and research on 
wildlife issues of national importance. The ser­
vice cooperates with the provinces, territories, 
Canadian Parks Service, and other federal 
agencies in wildlife research and management. 
For more information about the Canadian 
Wildlife Service or its other publications, please 
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